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Abstract: 
What can we learn from Chinese parks and Chinese people? We took a walk through Lu Xun Park, one 
of Shanghai’s most popular parks. Here hundreds of people participate in dozens of physical and 
mental exercises that are considered to be essential for good health and fitness. We found that the most 
successful spaces for social interaction and inclusiveness were not just coded for ‘doing’ a diverse 
range of activities but also for ‘showing’ those activities. This dual role of park spaces could be given 
greater design consideration in encouraging occupants of small households in Australia to make 
greater use of public parks in the future. 
 
Introduction 
An important goal of landscape planning and design focuses on promoting physical 
activity in local neighbourhoods to combat community health issues such as obesity, 
heart disease and even dementia. In Australia, parks are often understood as 
collections of physical open spaces that serve particular recreational needs of a 
community (Grose, 2009, p. 53). This understanding provides a set of common 
expectations about what will be seen and experienced in Australian parks, including 
playgrounds for children, sports fields for club members and quiet seating areas for 
elderly citizens. Apart from special events, however, many daily activities in 
Australian parks are quite passive and done alone or with one or two others. In 
Switzerland, abandonment of local public spaces has even been reported (Buchecker, 
2009). In some countries, however, playgrounds, sports fields and secluded seating 
areas may be rare or absent in parks but the activities that take place there may very 
active and done in large social groups.  
 
In China, particularly in older city neighbourhoods, public parks were rare in the past 
and often only accessible to the elite members of society. Overcrowded residential 
areas meant that public open spaces in lanes, streets and rooftops had to be shared 
communally and used intensively. As Chinese cities have modernized and continued 
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to expand in area, more public parks have penetrated into high-density inner city areas 
as well as being incorporated into more spacious outer urban areas. By comparison to 
Australian parks, most new Chinese parks are heavily used by hundreds of people, 
particularly on weekends. Chinese parks are evolving in style and usage but very few 
studies have been found as yet that investigate these sites as settings for social 
phenomena.  
 
This paper reports on a study that began to explore the social complexities of one 
Chinese neighbourhood park through the reflective observations of one of the authors, 
an expatriate Australian landscape architect, in an effort to learn how health and 
fitness activities in the park are made accessible and/or inclusive through social 
interaction. It begins with the research question; ‘how do social actors learn to engage 
in physical and mental activities in a different type of park, particularly those that do 
not fit with previously acquired knowledge of recreational park activities?’ 
 
Methodology 
In social research, many approaches are available for investigating issues related to 
human actions. Face-to-face interviews are by far the most common form of gathering 
qualitative data about particular social phenomena (Atkinson & Silverman, 1997). 
This practice is based on the general conception of action-as-motivated, in that social 
actors must have motives that precede any action and that they can verbalise what was 
‘on their mind’ before committing their actions so others can understand them (Ten 
Have, 2003, p. 30). This conception pervades news interviews, police interrogations 
and talkback shows. Atkinson & Silverman (1997) have called this ‘the interview 
society’ to emphasise the disproportionate use of interviews in studies of social life. 
The limitations of this conception however are revealed when research studies are 
undertaken in a foreign country where language barriers often complicate the 
questioning of social participants and the interpretation of their responses. 
Interpreters, if used, add their own layer of meaning to the responses. Thus in this 
study, other approaches were needed to explore social actions associated with 
community health and fitness in a Chinese park. 
 
In ethnomethodology, it has been argued that social life is predominately organized 
by visual displays and silent interpretation (Ten Have, 2003, p. 30). This suggests an 
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alternative conception of actions, minds and motives, one in which motives can only 
be verbalized after the actions to which they refer. Social actors then ‘account’ for 
their actions rather than ‘acquitting’ them. Observable structuring of accountable 
actions has been illustrated by collective behaviour in public places, such as with 
pedestrians crossing a road (Livingston, 1987, p. 21). Ethnomethodology begins with 
the commonsense and recognizable appearances of social life and seeks to describe 
how these appearances become accessible to those within a society or social group. 
Hester & Francis (2003) documented a walk to the supermarket based on this 
approach that argued for a participant view of social action in researching mundane 
local practices. Harper (2000) recorded a participant view of riding a bicycle with a 
friend along a crowded street that illustrated the importance of an insider showing the 
way to a cultural outsider. This methodology has considerable potential in studies by 
an outsider of social actions in a foreign country. In this study, the visual order of 
social life is considered to be central to the participation of local people in health and 
fitness activities in public parks in China.  
 
In landscape design, some have argued that physical spaces can be understood as 
socially constructed elements that can be read in many ways. Meinig (1979) 
illustrated this view with ten perceptions of the same landscape scene. On the other 
hand, these multiple interpretations of physical spaces must form some commonsense 
understanding among social actors if a sense of community is to develop. Code theory 
offers a unified and coherent account of the social origin and diverse nature of human 
consciousness (Hasan, 2002, p. 537). The concept of code is inseparable from the 
concepts of legitimate and illegitimate social communication (Bernstein, 1990, p. 15). 
Codes transform distributions of power and principles of control into social order. 
Learning the code necessarily requires both recognition of order and how it may be 
disturbed (Bernstein, 2000, p. 203). In this study, the concept of visual or non-verbal 
code is used to provide an account of acceptable or legitimate social interaction as 
part of the ordered physical activities that take place in a public park. It is suggested 
that an awareness of social practices as a visual code can serve as a valuable resource 
for future landscape design work. 
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Setting 
Shanghai has almost 20 million people living within 6341 km2, less than the area of 
Melbourne at 7694 km2 (City of Melbourne, 2009; Shanghai Municipal Government, 
2004). There are approximately 125 parks open to the public but according to 
Shanghai Expat, a popular web site for foreigners living in the city, the best parks 
include Gongqing Park, Jing An Park, Fuxing Park, Century Park, Zhongshan Park, 
Cheng Feng Park and Lu Xun Park. Lu Xun Park is promoted as ‘the best park to visit 
for a taste of old Chinese culture’ (Jaseta, 2005). According to the ‘Brief Introduction’ 
inside the north gate, the site was a shooting range in 1896 and so has a history of 
more than 100 years. As a public park, however, it was constructed in 1901 -1906 as a 
sport and recreational park exclusively for Westerners and named Hongkou (District) 
Park. It was not opened to Chinese people until 1928. In 1956, the remains of the 
famous writer Lu Xun were moved there for which a mausoleum and memorial 
museum were built. The park was renamed Lu Xun Park. Between 1956 and 1960 an 
artificial lake and hill (known as Birds Hill) were added to the park covering 22 
hectares. In 1999, Lu Xun Park and the adjoining Hongkou Football Stadium were 
amalgamated. Lu Xun Park is currently heavily used by local citizens and promoted 
as an international tourist attraction. It is one of the best examples of how Chinese 
people use outdoor spaces for social contact and physical exercise. 
 
This study uses Lu Xun Park as a case study to investigate how a Chinese park may 
be considered as a series of social spaces appropriated by different groups for a 
diverse range of observable activities. A walk in Lu Xun Park was proposed by the 
first author and accepted by Mr Yang1, a retired electrical engineer who has lived in 
Shanghai all his life. He has been meeting his retired school friends in this park every 
week for the past ten years. Mr Yang kindly agreed to take his new neighbour (the 
first author), an expatriate Australian landscape architect, for a walk through the park. 
Both participants had trouble with communicating in each other’s language so there 
was no discussion about what to see either before or during the walk. Still images 
recorded the author’s experiences as they occurred, with no prior knowledge of the 
route and only chance encounters with park users (Figure 1). The author had made an 
initial visit to Lu Xun Park in May 2004 during a six-week teaching exchange and a 
second visit in May 2009 after taking up residence in Hongkou District in 2008. Mr 
Yang selected 22 June 2009, a Monday morning at 07:30am, as the most suitable time 
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for a walk together. This park is heavily used both in summer and winter, particularly 
mornings and evenings. Weekends are the busiest time but weekdays typify the 
pattern of mundane use by local people on a regular basis. 
 
Method 
Still images were recorded using a digital camera from the time of entering the street 
together to the final moment of separation after the walk. At the time, the approach to 
and from the park was considered to be potentially important as the context of the 
walk inside the park. All images were used for analysis except blurred or duplicated 
scenes but as little social interaction occurred in the street, the walk in the park 
became the focus of the study. Each image was numbered in order and a description 
of the experiences surrounding each scene was written two weeks later  
 
 
 
Figure 1: Map showing the walking route through Lu Xun Park. 
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by the author when a written account was considered useful for analysis. Despite the 
time lag, memories of each scene remained surprisingly vivid, perhaps demonstrating  
the power of association of the visual image. A ‘first person analysis’ was undertaken 
in which the researcher acted as a participant, responding as any member of a society 
to observable social events and then engaging in a reflective process of categorization 
of elements of visual orderliness (Hester & Francis, 2003, p. 37). This is in contrast 
with the more common ‘second person analysis’ in which a researcher acts as a 
spectator, making observations of others in action and asking how their actions were 
visibly produced through gaze, gesture and expression. This study uses the ‘first 
person’ approach outlined by Hester & Francis (2003) by recording one author’s own 
participation in the social life of a public place but adds a ‘second person’ as a guide 
in making a track through the social spaces of new territory.  
 
Analysis of the data in this study aimed to elaborate the visual code of a Chinese park 
as understood by a foreign outsider. In so doing, it aimed to explicate how visual 
order gives access and thereby determines inclusiveness of different types of social 
activities in changing social spaces through social interaction. Firstly, each image was 
read as a scene that revealed a commonsense relational set of elements, using 
membership categorization as defined by Sacks (1974). Secondly, each scene was 
categorized according to four relative levels of social interaction occurring between 
Mr Yang, the author and other social actors (Table 1). These four levels of interaction 
were considered to be the precursors for the inclusion of an outsider in the activities 
of local park users. Thirdly, each scene was also categorized according to four relative 
levels of physical and mental activity of other social actors observed by Mr Yang and 
the author (Table 2). These observable activities were considered to be central to 
defining how various open spaces could be socially constructed rather than physically 
programmed. This approach originated from the work of Neves, Morais & Afonso 
(2004) who developed a method for operationalising the concept of code for teachers’ 
talk-in-interaction. Fourthly, each scene was coded according to its level of 
interaction and observed activities. Four visual code modalities were thus identified 
for all scenes recorded during the walk through the park. Finally, it was then possible 
to look at the overall pattern of experience that made different social activities either 
visibly accessible or inaccessible, that is an activity that was interpreted as an action 
that ‘anyone could join’ [even a non-Chinese speaking outsider]. 
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Results 
The Act of Walking with a Chinese Insider 
The act of walking and potential social interaction in Chinese public parks was 
observably produced or structured through physical positioning in relation to static 
objects and people, moving objects and people, and their anticipated activities. This 
organization of ‘walk-in-interaction’ required the recognition of coded interactions in 
different settings such as a local street, a residential community, a major road and 
various spaces within the park. These coded interactions often differed to those 
expected in Australian public parks. It was precisely these differences that required 
the foreigner to learn new social practices from the observable actions of others in 
each setting. In this situation, the problematic reading of relationships  
between configurations of people, objects, activities and settings as ‘normal 
appearances’ formed the basis of learning the visual code of a walk in the park.  
 
 
Table 1: Relative scale for social interaction during a walk in the park.  
INDICATOR -- Very Low - Low + Medium ++ High 
COMMUNICATIN
G THE LEVEL OF 
INTERACTION 
EXPECTED 
BETWEEN 
SOCIAL ACTORS. 
Eye contact is rare 
and the chance of 
verbal interaction is 
very low. 
 
Some eye contact 
and smiles are 
possible but verbal 
interaction is 
unlikely. 
A few words are 
exchanged but a 
conversation does 
not follow. 
Words of greeting 
are exchanged and a 
conversation begins 
between participants. 
 
 
Table 2: Relative scale for physical and mental activities observed during a walk in 
the park. 
INDICATOR -- Low - Medium + High ++ Very High 
OBSERVING 
THE NATURE 
OF ACTIVITIES 
BEING 
UNDERTAKEN 
BY SOCIAL 
ACTORS. 
 
Simple physical 
activities, done at a 
very slow rate, with 
one or two others or 
alone, requiring a low 
degree of mental 
acuity 
Static or sedentary 
physical activities, 
done at a relatively 
slow pace, in close 
response to the 
actions of others, 
requiring a high 
degree of mental 
acuity 
Coordinated 
sequences of physical 
activities, done at a 
relatively slow pace, 
in close response to 
the actions of others, 
with options for 
individual actions 
Complex physical 
activities, done in 
rapid succession, in 
close physical contact 
with another person, 
within synchronous 
movements of a 
whole group 
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Much was gained from walking with Mr Yang through each space in the park. 
Looking at the images of Lu Xun Park, a number of practices can be identified as 
contrary to normative social practices in Australian parks, including: 
 
• not providing secure parking for bicycles or vehicles at park entrances; 
• not allowing bicycles inside the park; 
• controlling gated entrances to the park (daylight opening hours; guards); 
• allowing hidden places for individual privacy and seclusion within the park; 
• providing large hard spaces for group activities involving hundreds of people; 
• talking or gesturing appropriately during wanted or unwanted exchanges; 
• standing, looking and talking about others in appropriate places; and 
• identifying the nature of unknown social activities in the park. 
 
Dealing with these normative Chinese social practices had to be learned by the author 
largely through observation only and performed through imitation. Many of these 
practices were seen as ‘something anomalous’ to prior learned social practices in 
relation to particular settings. For example, managers of Australian parks often place 
great emphasis on accessibility and safety for all social groups. Convenient parking of 
vehicles and/or bicycles, disabled access, free entry during the day or night, 
surveillance of all areas, maintaining large grassed spaces and policing inappropriate 
forms of behaviour towards others are all ‘taken-for-granted’ social practices in 
Australian parks. In Lu Xun Park, many social practices differed from these. Without 
the ability to verbally ask questions, the author had to learn through observing the 
actions of Mr Yang and others as to the appropriate actions to take in changing visual 
scenes. 
 
Relative Levels of Social Interaction 
Social interaction was initially read in each scene as a collection of specific non-
verbal and verbal practices (Figure 2 and 3). These were observable occurrences of 
eye contact, smiles, greetings and ongoing conversation. Without eye contact, it was 
unlikely there would be an invitation for any further social contact. Without an 
observable gesture such as a smile or a wave, there was little chance for words to be 
exchanged. Without an exchange of words such as ‘hello’, ‘ni hao’ or a question, a 
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conversation was unlikely to follow (Table 3). Each level of expression, gesture or 
talk was discerned by observations associated with ‘social interaction’. 
 
Inclusion in Meeting and Greeting Exchanges 
When scenes of low social interaction were sorted from other scenes of medium and 
high social interaction, little or no social contact predominantly occurred in 
association with walking along a footpath or walking past others who were occupied 
with other activities. This occurred for the greatest amount of time spent inside and 
outside the park, giving the relatively rare occurrences of verbal exchanges much 
greater significance to the author as an outsider. These verbal exchanges constituted 
medium and high levels of social interaction in this study. They took place close to 
local food outlets, while doing step exercises with others, traversing group territory, 
stopping to watch something or in giving or receiving unwanted attention. 
 
Relative Levels of Physical and Mental Activity 
Park activities in each scene were also read as a collection of observable actions based 
on the level of complexity, pace, coordination and group synchronicity (Figure 4 and 
5). Scenes interpreted as lower levels of physical and mental activity were commonly 
individual or small group activities observed in hidden or edge spaces. Scenes with 
medium levels of physical and mental activities included singing, mahjong and card 
playing as well as jogging, step exercises and tai chi (Table 4). Many of these 
activities required particular configurations of objects in various occupied spaces or 
made use of available resources. Scenes with high to very high levels of physical 
complexity and group synchronicity dominated large open spaces, suggesting 
negotiable boundaries between group activities. While quantifiable levels of physical 
exertion and/or mental discipline of each type of activity may be debated, what was of 
interest here was the visible accessibility of these activities to a range of social actors. 
For example, the large sizes of many group exercise classes suggested that this was a 
popular medium level activity that anyone could join. 
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Lower Level of Social Interaction 
 
 
 
Higher Level of Social Interaction 
 
 
 
Figure 2: Walking along a path where 
eye contact was only an occasional 
occurrence and chance interactions with 
strangers were rare. 
Figure 3: Moving through a small group 
of men with caged songbirds where eye 
contact, smiles and greetings occurred 
and a brief conversation took place. 
 
 
 
Lower Level of Physical and Mental Activity 
 
 
 
Higher Level of Physical and Mental Ability 
 
 
 
Figure 4 Park users seen to be doing 
slow exercises on their own, walking on 
their own and sitting on a bench with two 
friends. 
Figure 5: Park users seen to be dancing 
as coordinated couples within a 
synchronised group of twenty pairs in 
time to music.  
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Table 3: Selected scenes on the walk to Lu Xun Park showing different levels of 
social interaction. 
Scene Description Activity Participants Level of 
Interaction 
1
 
Leaving the gates of our 
community, we walk 
down the street; two 
men are walking behind 
Mr Yang; he pushes his 
bicycle on the right side 
of the footpath, a man is 
walking in front of Mr 
Yang; a woman on a 
bicycle is coming 
towards us on the road 
to the right; a man is 
walking towards us on 
our left; a power pole is 
coming up in the centre 
of the footpath, which 
way around the pole? 
 
Pushing a 
bicycle 
along the 
street; 
walking 
behind and 
towards 
others; 
navigating 
around 
people and 
objects; 
cycling 
along the 
road 
 
Pedestrian 
passers-by; 
cyclists  
 
Very low 
level; no eye 
contact 
 
2
 
A security guard sits on 
a chair on the right; he 
sees me & then watches 
Mr Yang go by; two 
other chairs are empty; 
two vehicles are driving 
out of the gate; a 
woman cycles up 
behind us; a woman is 
walking in front of her; 
another woman is 
coming towards us.  
 
Pushing a 
bicycle; 
walking 
along the 
lane; 
navigating; 
cycling 
around 
pedestrians 
& cars; 
sitting and 
watching 
 
Pedestrians 
passing through; 
cyclists; drivers, 
security guard 
Low level; 
some eye 
contact 
3
 
3 men and 4 women are 
waiting to buy food at 
the local shops; Mr 
Yang says “Chinese 
people like different 
breakfasts”; bicycles are 
parked here; a man and 
a woman are walking in 
front of Mr Yang. 
 
Buying 
food; 
pushing a 
bicycle; 
walking 
somewhere; 
talking to 
each other 
Shoppers; 
pedestrians 
passing through 
Medium level; 
a few words 
between Mr 
Yang & 
myself 
 
84
 
Mr Yang stops and talks 
to the woman in the 
stripped top; she talks to 
the bird; the bird talks 
back; everyone smiles 
including me; Mr Yang 
looks at me and laughs; 
the woman tries to 
make the bird do some 
more talking; strange to 
hear a bird speaking in 
Chinese. 
 
Talking, 
laughing, 
smiling 
Bird owner, 
observers 
High level; a 
short 
conversation 
between Mr 
Yang and 
myself + 
others 
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Table 4: Selected scenes on the walk to Lu Xun Park showing different levels of 
selected physical and mental activities. 
 
Scene Description Activity Participants Level of 
Activity 
14
 
Mr Yang climbs more 
steps to the top of the 
hill; 3 people are 
coming down and 2 
people are in front of 
Mr Yang going up the 
steps; some of the 
people look at me as 
they come down. 
Going up 
and down 
steps  
Park users doing 
their morning 
exercise 
Low level; 
simple 
activities, 
done slowly, 
by individuals 
 
31
 
A woman sings with a 
band playing traditional 
Chinese instruments on 
the left; a group of 20 
with 5 people in 
wheelchairs are 
listening to her; Mr 
Yang looks at people 
chatting with each other 
on his right; a man in a 
stripped shirt is writing 
calligraphy with water 
on the footpath; people 
walk around him. 
  
Walking 
along a 
path; 
looking at 
others; 
standing and 
sitting; 
listening to 
the music; 
watching a 
singer 
Singer, 
musicians; 
listeners; 
passers-by 
Low to 
Medium level;  
sedentary 
singing, done 
slowly, with 
others, 
requiring 
memorization 
of words 
75
 
I watch carefully where 
Mr Yang is walking; I 
have to watch that I do 
not bump into a woman 
in front of me; the 
group members stretch 
out their arms; people 
on the path do their best 
to avoid colliding with 
someone’s arms. 
 
Exercising, 
walking, 
looking 
Group 
members; park 
users 
Medium level; 
standing 
exercises, 
done slowly, 
with others, 
requiring 
memorization 
of movements 
 
41
 
We walk a little further 
to see the learners 
practice their steps; the 
teacher gives more 
instructions; a woman 
demonstrates the steps; 
2 women chat in front 
of us. 
Dancing, 
watching, 
listening to 
music 
Dancers; 
observers and us 
Medium to 
High level; 
coordinated 
sequences of 
dance steps, 
done at a slow 
pace, with 
others  
 
38
 
Lots and lots of people 
dancing; the music is 
loud and cheerful; I stop 
and watch the dancers; 
everyone is very 
serious; perhaps they 
are concentrating. 
Dancing, 
watching, 
listening to 
music 
Dancers; 
observers and us 
High to Very 
High level; 
coordinated 
sequences of 
dance steps, 
done at a fast 
pace, with 
others  
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Visual Code of Scenes in Lu Xun Park 
From the constructed levels of interaction and observable activity, there were at least 
four possible visual code modalities of the observable scenes: (1) low levels of social 
interaction and low levels of observed physical and mental activity, (2) low levels of 
social interaction and high levels of observed activity, (3) high levels of interaction 
and low levels of observed activity, and (4) high levels of interaction and high levels 
of observed activity (Figure 6). These code modalities were useful as they pointed to a 
means of categorising scenes according to the relations between what was seen as the 
activities of others and how this might have influenced social interactions between Mr 
Yang, the author and other park users. 
 
Four (4) scenes (images 10, 21, 39, 52) are used here to illustrate the four (4) different 
code modalities. Image 10 illustrates many scenes where observed activities of others 
required low levels of physical and mental activity and low levels of interaction 
between the two of us and other park users. Anyone could join in a walk along the 
path. There were a few anomalies that drew attention but not enough to move to a 
high level of interaction. Social interaction was often minimal in these settings. Image 
21 illustrates an unusual scene where the activities of three men were characterized as 
having low levels of physical and mental exercise but nonetheless facilitated a 
conversation between the three men, Mr Yang and the author, making this particular 
incident a more memorable scene. Image 39 illustrates those scenes where park users 
were walking along the path then stopped to watch some action, in this case dancing. 
What was seen in this scene was a low level of physical and mental activity being 
carried out by individuals on the footpath but this pause gave rise to an opportunity 
for a conversation between Mr Yang and the author, and also between the two of us 
and other park users, suggesting a higher level of social interaction at this point. 
Image 52 illustrates those rare scenes where others were occupied with a high level of 
physical and mental activity in learning to dance, but the instructor still took the 
opportunity of the author’s interest in his class to say ‘hello’, providing a higher 
degree of interaction than initially expected. 
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Figure 6: Visual code of four selected scenes in Lu Xun Park on 22 Jun 09. 
 
 
Getting Involved in Social Spaces 
Only two of the four code modalities promoted further ‘involvements’ after this walk 
including meeting friends, playing badminton and practising another person’s 
English. It was where insiders were occupied in sitting and talking (low physical and 
mental activity) about something, such as the caged birds in image 21, that invited 
greater inclusion of an outsider, firstly in conversation and later, in active 
participation in group activities (high social interaction). It was also where others 
stopped to watch (low physical and mental activity) the dancing as in image 39 that a 
conversation took place and social inclusion could occur, but not necessarily in the 
dancing. However, where an outsider was walking through the park observing other 
park users who are passive (low level activity) as in image 10 or who are highly 
active (high level activity) as in image 52, further involvement was less likely (low 
level interaction). This was in contrast with the debatable premise of many designers 
that if spaces are programmed for a specific function (dancing, badminton, exercise 
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classes) then access, inclusion and participation will somehow follow. These findings 
suggested that the social spaces coded for ‘showing’ something to others were the 
most successful for initiating social interaction and further involvement in health and 
fitness activities. Membership of such community activities was an evolving process 
as the author’s knowledge of coded social spaces improved with the help of Chinese 
insiders. 
 
Discussion 
There is some concern in western countries that with increasing urbanization, local 
people are abandoning local public places and retreating into their own private spaces 
or remote recreation areas (Buchecker, 2009, p. 279). At the same time, politicians 
and planners are promoting physical activities in public places to reduce health and 
fitness problems, particularly in older age groups with higher risk of heart disease, 
diabetes and now dementia (Haan & Wallace, 2004, p. 12). China is also facing rapid 
demographic aging and changing family structures (Bartlett & Phillips, 1997). 
According to Valenzuela (2009), neuroscience is pointing to physical, mental and 
social activities as the best means of avoiding problems such as dementia later in life. 
The social role of parks therefore should be given greater attention in landscape 
planning and design to encourage park users in Australia to undertake more physical 
and mental activities in conjunction with regular social interaction for long-term 
health benefits. Lu Xun Park provided an opportunity to study the health and fitness 
activities of older citizens in a popular public park and learn a new social code related 
to different cultural practices in Shanghai. 
 
The attention given to how social actors recognize, produce and use features of talk-
in-interaction has not been matched by that of visual or non-verbal social interaction 
(Hester & Francis, 2003, p. 37). There are as yet no firmly established methods for 
visual ethnomethodogy (Ten Have, 2003, p. 31). Harper (2000) described four visual 
methods for seeing and investigating social interaction in a public open space. These 
included ‘empirical’ photography, visual narrative, photo-elicitation and 
phenomenological mode. In this study, still images were used in both the ‘empirical’ 
and phenomenological, or rather ethnomethodological, modes.  
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This approach allowed a systematic and rational means of collecting visual data over 
a one-hour period, traversing a busy and complex set of social settings and constantly 
changing human interactions. The point of view of participant rather than spectator 
could be selected in this way and the images interpreted as part of the action. Hester 
& Francis (2003) recorded a walk to the supermarket as a transcribed audio 
commentary of what was observed and experienced as mundane order by one of the 
authors. Verbally describing what is happening as one participates in the action is 
harder than it sounds, particularly when the action is highly dynamic. The images of 
action frozen in time allowed a distanced view of repeated social practices that 
formed the mundane visual order of a walk in a Chinese park.  
 
This method also offered an opportunity to reflect on ordered social practices in a 
Chinese park from the perspective of a foreign outsider who happens to take a walk 
from home to the park with a Chinese insider. It was a chance to record what was new 
to a foreigner but routine to a local. Harper (2000) used still images to capture his 
experience of riding a bicycle along a street in Bologna, Italy. Although the author 
followed his colleague Patrizia on her bicycle through the ‘maze of moving vehicles’, 
it was difficult to identify her as part of the action. Keeping the local insider in each 
frame allowed the viewer to see both the perspective of the outsider as photographer 
and the actions of the insider as guide. 
 
Learning about the physical activities in Lu Xun Park through observing the social 
code of local insiders produced a number of findings. Firstly, it revealed the 
problematic or conflicted reading of relationships between configurations of people, 
objects, activities and settings as ‘normal appearances’ as proposed by Goffman 
(1971) and reinterpreted by Sacks (1972) (in Hester & Francis, 2003, p. 41). There is 
only one example of this type of problematic event in the running commentary of a 
walk to the supermarket where a particular activity, that of a car trying to enter a 
parking area via the exit, did not fit with the ‘normal’ configuration of car, driver, 
parking lot and so on in the local context (Hester & Francis, 2003, p. 41). In Lu Xun 
Park, however, there were numerous anomalous practices that did not fit an 
Australian understanding of people, objects, activities and ‘park’ as the context. Thus 
the background scheme against which the unusual could be identified had to be 
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relearned by the author. This relearned scheme was described as the visual code 
defined by a scale of social interaction and a scale of physical and mental activity. 
Secondly, each scene was interpreted according to the membership categorization 
device of ‘social interaction’ done in part through the category bound activities of eye 
contact, a gesture of a smile or wave, greetings of ‘hello’, ‘ni hao’ or a question and 
through conversation. There were other activities by which ‘social interaction’ could 
have been understood, including touching someone’s arm or talking on a mobile 
phone but these were not relevant in Lu Xun Park. In the same way as ‘baby’ is heard 
or seen as a category of ‘family’ or ‘stage of life’ (Sacks, 1974, p. 219) and church, 
school and library are categories heard or seen to belong to ‘public buildings’ or 
‘community places’, then a number of activities were seen as ‘social interaction’ in 
the park and seemed to be understood in that way by others too. Hester & Francis 
(2003) reported similar observations in relation to the activity of ‘navigation’ when 
two people on a path oriented to each other when recognizably engaged in the same 
task. 
 
Thirdly, activities in each scene were also seen as belonging to the collection of 
‘physical and mental activity’. Activities of other park users were described according 
to their level of complexity, pace, coordination and group synchronicity observed in 
the Chinese context. Similarly, walking, jogging and running might be seen as levels 
of ‘exercise’ in an Australian context. In some scenes, the perspective of participant 
was easily confused. For instance, in image 39 the author was both watching the 
dancing and watching the watchers on the footpath. This was a reminder that 
negotiating the social world is a highly complex process. Livingston (1987) looked at 
how pedestrians managed to cross a road from the point of view of someone doing the 
crossing. Studying the lived work of crossing a road was just as confusing as studying 
the interactions in a park. A description of the actions of others and oneself in 
continuous flux through co-creation and adaptation was therefore necessary (Ten 
Have, 2003, p. 32). In the same way, actions in Lu Xun Park could be seen as 
accessible and locally-organized into inclusive or exclusive practices from the 
viewpoint of a participant. 
 
Fourthly, there were at least four possible visual code modalities for the observable 
scenes. These modalities were used to explore the relations between the physical and 
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mental activities of other park users and the social interactions between the author, Mr 
Yang and others in the park. This approach originated from coding talk-in-interaction 
but no other studies have yet been found that code visual data. In this study, social 
spaces coded for ‘showing’ something to others seemed to be the most successful for 
initiating social interaction and further involvement in physical activities in Lu Xun 
Park.  
 
Social interaction is an important experience in public spaces. In a study of two small 
communities in Switzerland, residents were asked what activities they performed in 
their local community. Many interviewees responded that they hardly did anything 
and that opportunities for social interaction were very limited. The loss of ways to 
experience and express personal identity were reportedly linked to withdrawal from 
public spaces (Buchecker, 2009, p. 288). In both the Swiss study and this study, green 
spaces seemed to offer local citizens the chance to ‘present’ their personal interests 
and identity. However, in the Chinese context, it was also important for an individual 
to demonstrate an interest in the ‘showing’ of group actions to feel included and 
invited to participate further in park activities. 
 
Conclusion 
This study explored the social complexities of Lu Xun Park in Shanghai, in an effort 
to learn how physical and mental activities in the park might be made accessible 
and/or inclusive through social interaction. It found that an outsider was able to learn 
to engage in these activities through observing the social code, even when that code 
did not fit with previously acquired knowledge of recreational park activities in 
Australia. It suggests that Lu Xun Park provides a public park where local citizens can 
engage in their own personal pursuits and more importantly, show them to others.  
 
Spaces that are not just coded for ‘doing’ a diverse range of social activities but also 
for ‘showing’ those activities to others may help to combat community health issues 
such as obesity, heart disease and even dementia in China. This dual role of ‘doing’ 
and ‘showing’ in parks could be given greater design consideration in Australia in 
encouraging occupants of small households to make greater use of public parks for 
social interaction in the future. In fact, Australian parks may even provide too much 
space that inadvertently makes them less interesting places in which to interact and 
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exercise with others. Designing parks with a focus on sociality as in Lu Xun Park 
rather than functionality may address the retreat of local people into private and 
remote recreational places already occurring in other countries. 
 
Note 
1  Mr Yang gave the authors permission to use his family name in this paper.  
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